Locating whiteness in Western Sydney : theory, pedagogy and identity by Durie, J
Locating Whiteness in Western Sydney: 
Theory Pedagogy and Identity
Jane Durie
A thesis submitted in fulfilment 
of the requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy
Faculty of Education 
University of Technology, Sydney
December 2006
Certificate of Authority/Originality
I certify that the work in this thesis has not previously been submitted for a degree nor 
has it been submitted as part of requirements for a degree except as fully acknowledged 
within the text.
I also certify that the thesis has been written by me. Any help that I have received in my 
research work and the preparation of the thesis itself has been acknowledged. In 




My first acknowledgement is to the people of this land the custodians and caretakers, the 
Dharag. You did not give me permission to be here, and I did not ask, and so we live together in 
that space. And to all those who have died, have been oppressed, have lived with the fear and 
loathing of whiteness it all its violence, have survived and shone their light for others to see ... I 
am indebted.
And to the more usual acknowledgements
This thesis has been a long time in the making and many people have come within its orbit. 
Thus, there are many people to acknowledge and to thank for their contributions and support.
Lyn Yates my supervisor inherited me thinking I would be off her hands in 12 months. Now 
more than six years on Lyn has been patience personified. More importantly, she has been a 
great supervisor and her breadth of knowledge of the literature and her understanding of the 
thesis process has been invaluable. Thank you, Lyn, for remaining calm to the end, and for 
being a constant source of knowledge, guidance and encouragement.
Alison Lee my original supervisor also deserves my thanks. Alison was inspiring at a time when 
I was looking for a new theoretical direction and I never looked back.
Ruth Frankenberg who died in April 2007 deserves a special acknowledgement. Her work on 
whiteness was groundbreaking in establishing the value of investigating whiteness and white 
subjectivities.
The reading groups - three different Foucault reading groups, a writing group, and a Bourdieu 
group that was also a research methods group. Thanks to everyone for being such great readers. 
A special thanks to Constance who found me at a very low thesis moment, read every word I 
had written and provided invaluable feedback. Also to Affrica Taylor for her intellectual and 
pedagogic input in the early stages of the thesis and for her ongoing friendship.
Thanks to the School of Social Sciences, University of Western Sydney for a small grant to pay 
for some editing (thank you Estelle Dryland) and some teaching release in the last two months 
of the thesis a small grant from the.
Last, by way of formal acknowledgement, my students, in particular the research participants 
who gave their time and shared some of themselves in the risky business of being research 
participants. Your willingness to let me pull your contributions apart and to be subject to public 
scrutiny in relation to discourses of race and racism deserves high praise. It was a pleasure to get 
to know you all and I am only sorry it has taken me this long to make this acknowledgement. 
Other students over the years have provided moments of insight, as well as laughter and 
pleasure in the classroom, not to mention frustration. Thank you all.
Less formal acknowledgements are harder to make but there are certain people who need to be 
acknowledged. To Kay particularly I owe a lifetime of gratitude for her constant friendship, love 
and care for Isabel and for me. To Lisa who came into our lives through Kay, thanks for 
becoming part of it. To Annie (and Kalpa) I am counting the days when I can join in the fun at 
the farm and not have to send Isabel on her own. Three other friends also need special mention. 
To Jacquie, to Barbie and to Anita (and Hyams Beach): you have all in your different ways and 
at different times inspired me to keep going and given a helping hand. Thanks. A general thank 
you to family and to friends who I consider family, in particular Liz and Liz and Rika for all 
those dinners and for letting Isabel be so at home, Alissar for keeping the jokes rolling in. 
Friends and colleagues at work who took an active interest in getting me over the line.
Finally and with all my love, I thank Isabel, the light of my life, who experienced the reality of 
doing a thesis on a daily basis, who even read some of it... its really over, let’s go surfing.
11
Table of Contents
Locating Whiteness in Western Sydney: Theory, Pedagogy
and Identity..............................................................................................i
Certificate of Authority/Originality................................................ i
Table of Contents........................................................................... iii
Abstract..............................................................................................v
Chapter One: Introduction to the thesis....................................1
Positioning the thesis.............................................................................1
Overview of the thesis topic..................................................................3
Organisation of the thesis................................................................... 13
Finally..................................................................................................... 19
Chapter Two: Locating the thesis in the literature on
whiteness.........................................................................................20
Introduction.......................................................................................... 20
The emergence of whiteness studies................................................24
Whiteness as a structure of authority.............................................. 37
Whiteness and identity........................................................................40
The Australian context......................................................................... 42
Chapter Three: A methodology for researching whiteness
identity and pedagogy in Western Sydney............................. 49
In search of a methodology to be of use......................................... 49
Research design and activities...........................................................56
From theory to practice: Issues in feminist post-structuralist
research................................................................................................. 69
Research without absolutes............................................................... 84
Chapter Four: Teaching through difference...........................86
Introduction.......................................................................................... 86
Anti-racism, cultural diversity and ethnic check lists......................94
Teaching through difference............................................................ 103
The methodology and practice of teaching through difference. 106
No guarantees.....................................................................................115
Chapter Five: Writing myself into whiteness......................118
Introduction........................................................................................ 118
A trajectory to a thesis...................................................................... 120
Documenting the thesis.....................................................................125
And now................................................................................................145
Chapter Six: Understandings of whiteness........................... 146
Introduction........................................................................................ 146
iii
Seeing/not seeing whiteness............................................................ 151
Experiencing difference—gender, religion, poverty.......................174
Understandings of whiteness: summary comments..................... 179
Chapter Seven: Whiteness and Indigenous Australia...... 182
Introduction........................................................................................ 182
Strangers in their own land...............................................................183





The emergence of whiteness studies............................................. 203
Theoretical framings of the research..............................................204
A pedagogy for whiteness and difference...................................... 206
Writing into whiteness.......................................................................209
Understandings of whiteness...........................................................210
Ways Forward: A language and practice of possibility................ 211
Appendix 1.1 Socio-Economic descriptors of Western
Sydney............................................................................................214
Appendix 1.2 Aboriginal languages and clans in the Western
Sydney region...............................................................................218
Appendix 1.3 Map of settlements around Parramatta 1880s
........................................................................................................220
Appendix 3.1 To be of use....................................................... 221
Appendix 3.2 UTS ethics application 1998...........................222
Appendix 3.3 Letter of request................................................234
Appendix 3.4 Consent form...................................................... 236
Appendix 3.5 Memory workshop instructions......................237
Appendix 3.6 Interview questions...........................................239
Appendix 3.7 Letter accompanying the transcripts........... 241
Appendix 4.1 Curriculum document for cultural diversity 242
Appendix 4.2 A story to tell...................................................... 246
Appendix 4.3 Class handout - stories of identity............... 249
Appendix 5.1 Inserts..................................................................250
Appendix 5.2 Thesis proposal and working documents...255




This thesis is a discursive study of whiteness in Western Sydney, focussing on pedagogy and 
identity. Situated within a feminist and post-structural theoretical framework, the thesis is a 
contribution to exposing and redressing racialised discourses and racist practices through an 
investigation of whiteness as structure of authority; and being white as a location of identity, in 
the socio-political context of Western Sydney Australia. The thesis demonstrates the invisibility 
of white privilege to white people and, simultaneously, the mutual constitutedness of being 
white with other locations of identity such as gender, class and race, within the current context 
of Western Sydney. As a contribution to working against racist discourses and practises, the 
thesis argues for the importance of working within and across our differences. A central activity 
of the research lies with its engagement with my pedagogic practice in teaching about 
whiteness, difference and identity. Further to this, aspects of the thesis research are located 
within research as pedagogy, designed to engage the research participants in reflecting on 
whiteness and opening possibilities for new and different understandings about whiteness and 
being white.
A number of different strategies are engaged in undertaking this research. The first of these is to 
provide an overview of the thesis in relation to the literature on whiteness, the research 
methodology engaged and my positioning in relation to the research. The second strategy is a 
documentation and analysis of my pedagogic practice in relation to whiteness and difference 
and the insights gained over a number of years of teaching and about whiteness, difference and 
identity with a multitude of students. The third strategy is a close reading of my textual practices 
in writing about whiteness over the last several years—treating my writing as a case study— 
identifying the changes in my understandings about whiteness, linking to the emergence of the 
field of whiteness studies and the difficulties in finding a voice within the field. The fourth 
strategy is an analysis of discourses of whiteness engaged by the research participants to talk 
about whiteness and being white, within the context of Western Sydney. In undertaking this 
analysis of discourses of whiteness in Western Sydney, the research exposes the ways in which 
the history of Indigenous Australians and their dispossession through invasion and white 
settlement is written over by whiteness.
The thesis points to the importance of acknowledging and exposing the structure of whiteness as 
authority. Alongside this the thesis locates the complex space between whiteness as authority 
and being white as a location of identity as a space for working with and against whiteness. 
Further to this, the thesis demonstrates the value for research of combining pedagogy and 
writing and research together.
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